Mortality due to poisoning in a developing agricultural country: trends over 20 years.
The cause of death as recorded in 37,125 death certificates (DCs) issued in the Kandy District over 20 years at 5-year intervals beginning in 1967 were analysed to determine the trends in mortality caused by poisoning in the community. Poisoning accounted for 718 (19.3 per 1000) deaths, the highest number being in the third decade of life (41.9%). Male:female ratio was 3:1. The agent responsible for 77% of the deaths was pesticides. Acids and chemicals accounted for 6.9% of the deaths. Other poisons each contributing to less than 1% of the deaths were: plant poisons, food items, drugs, kerosine oil and alcohol. Nearly half the deaths had occurred outside the town area, at home or in small hospitals in the periphery. Mortality due to poisoning showed an increasing trend during the 20 years, from 11.8 to 43/1000 deaths, and this increase was most marked in the periphery, from 8/1000 to 70/1000. This increase paralleled the increase in suicide figures in the country. Our findings call for a shift in emphasis in public education towards first-aid management of intoxication. Health services of developing countries should provide appropriate resuscitative equipment, and ensure a regular supply of antidotes and other medication to all rural hospitals. Management of pesticide poisoning should be emphasised in the curricula for medical graduates, nurses, and paramedics.